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System and method for the selective activation of one or several software and/or 
hardware functions of a programmable device 



The invention relates to a system for the selective activation of one or several software 
and/or hardware functions of a programmable device, comprising at least temporarily a 
programmable device and programming means. 

The invention also relates to a method of selectively activating one or several software 
10 and/or hardware functions of a programmable device whereby at least one function is 
selected and activated. 

Such a system and such a method are known and are used for simplifying the production 
of programmable devices. Only one type of device is produced instead of indi vidua] 
15 devices for each application and/or each wish of an end user. The device is then adapted 
to the wishes or demands of the end user in that functions are selectively activated in the 
device. It is thus possible to manufacture a wide range of devices in a uniform 
production process, each having its own specific price level- 

20 A disadvantage of such a system is that it is up to the manufacturer himself to carry out 
the necessary programming so as to adapt the device to the end user's specific wishes, 
which may indeed not be known to the manufacturer in some cases. This is because a 
wholesale firm is often involved, with an intermediary salesman who is more or less far 
removed from the manufacturer maintaining the contact with the end user. 



It is accordingly advisable to leave the programming to the relevant intermediary, but 
this renders it impossible for the manufacturer to see how many devices are 
programmed, and how many functions therein. 



30 



The manufacturer thus does not know what amount is due to him as payment for the 
activated functions. 
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The invention has for its object to eliminate the above disadvantages, According to the 
invention, a system is for this purpose characterized in that the system at least 
temporarily also comprises reading means which are designed for reading an 
electronically readable information carrier comprising a programmable memory capable 
5 of containing a numerical value. 

The electronically readable information carrier, for example a chip card, is provided 
with a certain credit amount and is delivered by the manufacturer to» for example, an 
intermediate trader, and paid for by the latter. Whenever a function is activated, a 

10 corresponding amount is subtracted from the credit amount on the electronically 
readable information carrier. The intermediate trader programs the programmable 
device in accordance with the end user's wishes and buys a fresh electronically readable 
information carrier from the manufacturer after the full credit amount has been written 
off this carrier, or has The carrier reprogrammed at the manufacturer's, so that the latter 

15 is always paid for the activated functions. An additional advantage for the end user is 
that he will only pay for functions actually activated and not for any functions not (yet) 
activated, while still retaining the possibility of having additional functions activated 
later. This enables the manufacturer to keep an eye on the activated functions without 
the necessity of programming the programmable devices himself or of activating the 

20 functions desired by the end user. The manufacturer as it were provides the end user 
with a software licensing card for all functions present on the programmable device, a 
certain value being debited to the card's account whenever one or several functions is or 
are activated. 



25 EP- A-0 594 493 describes a method and a computer system for obtaining software by 
means of a microcomputer. The system for this purpose comprises a database in which 
the software to be used is stored and a detachable storage carrier which contains an 
access right. This latter carrier can be inserted into a reading device of the 
microcomputer for enabling a loading of software, for which the carrier contains the 

30 relevant access rights, from the database to the microcomputer. The carrier may also 
contain rights for implementing the loaded software. 
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EP-A-0 530 601 describes the use of data carrier cards which enable an activation of 
individual appliance functions of an electronic appliance: The electronic appliance here 
comprises a circuit arrangement with one or several circuits for putting into action a 
number of functions of the appliance. The functions to be carried out by the circuit 
5 arrangement can be activated by means of the data carrier card. 

A major difference between the latter two systems and the system according to the 
present invention is that said latter two systems use configuration cards which are 
adapted to the specific wishes of the end user. These cards are capable of activating 
10 certain, predetermined functions of the programmable device only. The cards have to be 
specially manufactured for the end user, which is labour-intensive. In the system 
according to the invention, on the other hand, an electronically readable information 
carrier is used which is capable of activating any function of the programmable device 
while at the same time debiting the card's account for the amount due. 

15 

A special embodiment of a system according to the invention is characterized in that the 
programmable device comprises the programming means and the reading means. 

This means that the wholesaler only needs an electronically readable information carrier 
20 in order to program the programmable device in accordance with the end user's wishes. 

In particular, the programmable device is an automatic payment machine. 

Since an automatic payment machine comprises reading means, it is possible to activate 
25 or additionally activate one or several functions of the automatic payment machine, 
provided it is also fitted with programming means, by means of no more than an 
electronically readable information earner. 

A further special embodiment of system according to the invention is characterized in 
30 that the programmable device is coupled at least temporarily to separate programming 
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means, which programming means comprise the reading means and, at least 
temporarily, the electronically readable information carrier. 

If the programmable device does not comprise the programming means, ii is favourable 
to accommodate these programming means together with the card reader means in one 
unit into which the wholesaler subsequently inserts the electronically readable 
information carrier for the purpose of programming. 

A particular embodiment of a system according to the invention is characterized in that 
the programmable device is a timer . 

Such a timer may be used, for example, with a suntanning couch, a shower at a 
camping, etc. More or fewer functions of the timer may be activated in dependence on 
the application. A timer for a shower, for example, is often of a simple construction and 
need only determine the maximum shower time and possibly the use per unit time, 
whereas a timer for a suntanning couch, for example, monitors a warming-up time, a 
suntanning time, and the total number of hours of operation. Thanks to the system 
according to the invention, it is now possible for the manufacturer to deliver the same 
timer to the two customer groups, possibly each at its own specific price, while 
nevertheless the customer pays only for the functions he actually obtains. 

The invention also relates to a method of selectively activating one or several software 
and/or hardware functions of a programmable device whereby at least one function is 
selected and activated. This method is characterized in that the programmable device is 
at least temporarily coupled to programming means which are coupled to reading 
means, and in that the reading means cooperate with an electronically readable 
information carrier on which a value is stored, while after the activation of a function a 
corresponding value is debited. 
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This method will usually be carried out by a wholesaler or intermediary who has bought 
the electronically readable information carrier from the manufacturer. It is also possible 
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for a (large-scale) end user to carry out the programming himself after buying an 
electronically readable information carrier, a programmable device, and possibly 
programming means and reading means from the manufacturer. This constitutes an 
additional advantage of the system and the method according to the invention. The 
manufacturer can offer these facilities co major end users since the payment takes place 
on the basis of activated functions anyway. 
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The invention also relates to a programmable device, programming means, and an 
electronically readable information carrier for use in a system according to the 
invention. 
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The electronically readable information carrier may be, for example, a chip card which 
comprises a programmable memory capable of containing a numerical value. Besides a 
decrementable amount, the chip card comprises at least one program for activating a 
function of the programmable device. 

The invention will now be explained in more detail by way of example with reference to 
the accompanying drawing* in which: 

Fig. I diagrammatically shows an embodiment of a system according to the invention, 
and 

Fig. 2 diagrammatically shows an embodiment of a programmable device according to 
the invention in greater detail. 

Fig. 1 diagrammatically shows an embodiment of a system S according Jojbcrtnvention 
for the selective activation of one or several software md/OTjfr&d&zie functions of an 
electronic device. The system comprises a prognupmdfile device 1 which has been 
provided at the manufacturer's with anyjKrtnber of functions in the form of modules 
which might be desired byttj&^rtiJusers. The modules, however, have not yet been 
activated, but they^reiictivated on demand by the supplier (wholesaler) against 
payment. 
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The system further comprises programming means 3 which activate the desired 

m dule(s) of the programmable device 1 The programming means may be incorporated 

into the programmable device in some applications (referenced la). 

5 The system finally comprises reading means 5 which in this embodiment are 

constructed as card reader means suitable for reading an electronically readable 
information carrier, for example u programmable card 7. The card reader means may 
also be incorporated into the programmable device in some applications (referenced lb), 
for example in an automatic payment machine. The programmable card in this 

1 o embodiment comprises a programmable memory capable of retaining a numerical value. 
During programming, i.e. selecting and activating, of the programmable device 1, the 
programmable card 7 is placed in the card reader means 5 which are coupled to the 
programming means 3. 

15 To ensure that the manufacturer of the programmable device receives payment for the 

number of functions activated, the programmable card is issued by the manufacturer and 
provided with a certain credit amount. It is also stored on the card how much is to be 
debited from the amount for each function to be activated, which may be different for 
different functions. The wholesaler can now program each programmable device as 

20 desired by the end user and have this user pay for this. After the credit amount on the 

card has been used up, the user must either have the card recharged at the manufacturer's 
against payment, or buy a new card. 

The programmable device 1 may be constructed, for example, as an automatic payment 
25 machine, for example for use in shops. More or fewer functions may be programmed in 
dependence on the end user's wishes. For example, the automatic payment machine may 
thus be made compatible with post giro cards, rechargeable cash cards, credit cards, etc. 
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The programmable device may altern ativel y be constr ucted, for exam ple, as a timer for 
use with, for example, a shower, a suntanning couch, etc. The programmable device will 
usually not comprise the programming means in this application, and the timer will have 
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to be programmed in accordance with the end user's wishes. A timer for a shower, for 
example on a camping, is usually of a simple construction and only determines the 
shower-taking time and possibly the use of the relevant shower (for example, per day, 
week, month, etc.)- A tinier for a suntanning installation in business surroundings, on 
the other hand, is to monitor and/or register several time periods such as, for example, a 
warming-up time, an effective tanning time, and the number of hours of operation. 

Fig. 2 diagrammatically shows an embodiment of a programmable device 1 in 
accordance with Fig. 1 in more detail. In this embodiment, the programmable device 
comprises five modules 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15 in which the respective functions are 
present. Each of these functions can be activated by the supplier, as desired, after 
payment by the end user. Fig. 2 shows that the modules 1 1 and 13 have been activated 
"A", and the modules 12, 14 and 15 have not. 

It will be obvious that the system and the method according to the invention may be 
adapted in a variety of ways without departing from the scope of the invention. Thus the 
programming means and the (card) reading means may be integrated with the 
programmable device, as was noted above. 

Furthermore, the electronically readable information carrier, for example a 
programmable card, may be adapted in various ways and may be constructed as a chip 
card, for example a rechargeable cash card or otherwise, as long as due payments ore 
made to the manufacturer for the activated functions, i.e. it should not be possible to use 
a card not issued by the relevant manufacturer for activating a programmable device 
sold by this manufacturer. 

It is also possible, for example, to rent out or lease the programmable devices, in which 
case the system according to the invention renders it possible not only to activate 
functions, but also to deactivate functions and to base the renting or leasing bill on the 
number of functions activated. It is in addition possible, for example, to deactivate a 
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function by not debiting the card with a certain amount, or by debiting it with a lesser 
amount. 



